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BIOGRAPHY

David M. John

Department of Life Sciences, Natural History Museum,

Cromwell Road, London SW75BD, UK

Career of a Globe Trotting Phycologist

My interest in algae goes back to my upbringing in Lla-
nelli, a small industrial town in South Wales, lying on the
Lougher Estuary and opposite the Gower Peninsula. It was
during long summer holidays spent in a caravan on Gower
when | became interested in marine life and made my first
seaweed herbarium. Little did | know then that collecting
seaweeds would lead to a lifelong interest in them and also
in freshwater algae. Unlike most of my fellow sixth formers at
Llanelli Boys Grammar School | went to an English university
rather than one in Wales through a chance meeting in a local
pub between my father and a resident tutor at a Durham
college.

In 1962 | began my undergraduate studies at Durham Uni-
versity and first encountered David Bellamy when he gave a
talk at the fresher's week titled 'A Real Gone Don'. Dave, as
he was always known to us students, was a dynamic junior
lecturer in a still rather traditional Botany Department and
not only inspired me as well as generations of botany stu-
dents but greatly encouraged my interest in seaweeds. Dave
even arranged for me to have tea with Professor Lily Newton
and her companion when | was on a field trip to Aberyst-
wyth. Lily was nothing like as formidable as | had been led
to believe and listened patiently to my naive ideas concer-
ning applying the approach of terrestrial phytosociologists
to seaweed communities. She offered me every encourage-
ment to pursue my interest in seaweeds although | do rather
wonder what she really thought of my ideas! Dave asked me
to apply for a one of his Scientific Research Council students-
hips although said it was imperative for me to have a diving
qualification. Summer 1995 was therefore spent working at
a diving school on Giglio, an island off Tuscany, gaining ex-
perience that enabled me to obtain my British Sub-Aqua
Club (BS-AC) qualification immediately on return to Durham.
My PhD research initially involved describing and classifying
seaweed communities but soon the focus changed to stu-
dying the productivity of laminarians growing in different
parts of the British Isles. | spent September 1996 camping
around the S-W Peninsula of England and surveying shallow
water seaweed communities by swimming out from any con-
venient shore equipped with all my diving gear - well before
the days of risk assessments! Occasionally | was fortunate to
have a dive companion and boat support as happened when
| visited the MBA at Plymouth. It was here | met Dr Mary
Park who could not have been more helpful, giving me much
advice on possible sites for Laminaria ochroleuca - she was
the first to record it in the UK (1948). Fortunately | spent the

previous month on the Durham Senior Scouts Expedition to
N-W Spain with a team of divers from the Durham Branch
of the BS-AC, who were on the expedition to assist me in
measuring productivity of Laminaria ochroleuca and Saccor-
hiza polyschides growing around the Murazzo Peninsula. So
on my visit to Cornwall | was able to readily recognize the
occasional L. ochroleuca plant when swimming above dense
beds of Laminaria hyperborea. Many of my survey sites were
impacted by one of the world's first major oils spills that
took place on the 18th March 1967 when the Torrey Canyon
oil tanker struck rocks off the Cornish coast. As a result of
this disaster, | returned with a team of divers in September
1967 to resurvey my sites to determine the impact on the
seaweed communities of the oil-detergent emulsion formed
when attempting to remove the crude oil. Much of my later
fieldwork benefitted from the assistance of members of the
Durham University Sub-Aqua Club which | founded soon af-
ter the start of my postgraduate studies.

In 1968 | applied for a lectureship at the University of
Ghana because the advertisement mentioned that the suc-
cessful candidate would work closely with Professor George
Lawson, the head of the Botany Department and a leading
authority on the seaweeds and shore ecology of tropical
West Africa. The appointment provided me with a fantastic
opportunity to research the seaweed flora of a still phycolo-
gically little-known region and to focus on subtidal seaweeds
since the university possessed SCUBA-diving facilities and
a research vessel. The years spent in West Africa were very
productive ones and led to the discovery of many new taxa,
especially when George and myself undertook a series of



UNESCO-sponsored expeditions to West African countries
lying between Angola in the south and Western Sahara in the
north. In some countries local botanists and SCUBA-divers
hosted our stay, but more often there was little or no support
and occasionally shore collecting could be a little stressful as
when we were captured by the Polisario Front guerrillas in
Western Sahara. Fortunately our guards allowed us to collect
on the shore in front of the fort at La Guerra and released us
to walk back through the desert to Mauritania after discove-
ring we were not Spanish but not before we had saluted the
raising of their flag at the fort! Most of my summer vacations
and periods of study leave were spent working on West Afri-
can material at the Natural History Museum (NHM) in Lon-
don. It was here that | first met and began a long-term colla-
boration with Jim Price who was head of the Marine Algae
Section. Jim accompanied George Lawson and myself on a
6-week expedition to Angola in 1974 and two years later Jim
Price, Peter James (a NHM lichenologist) and myself went on
a 6-week long expedition to the remote South Atlantic island
of Ascension. An experience made all the more memorable
when | broke my arm and some ribs in a car accident so cur-
tailing diving in the later weeks of what otherwise was a very
successful expedition. An unexpected delay when in transit
enabled us to also investigate the seaweeds of Antigua.

A new phase in my career began when in March 1980 | re-
turned to the UK to head the Freshwater Algae Section of the
NHM, a positioned formerly held by Dr David Hibberd. Just
a few years earlier | had become interested in freshwater al-
gae when supervising MSc students working on Lake Volta,
the second largest man-made lake in Africa. This new inter-
est led me to write a review of the aquatic vegetation of the
inland waters of tropical West Africa. When | arrived at the
NHM Jenny Moore (now Bryant) was the only member of
the Freshwater Algae Section and was writing an identifica-
tion guide to British and Irish charophytes and undertaking
a charophyte mapping project. We soon began a long-term
investigation of the benthic algae of the River Thames, and a
project with Irish collaborators to survey the charophytes of
the Midland lakes of Ireland that were becoming increasingly
eutrophicated. Later we undertook with assistance of vaca-
tion and sandwich students one of the earliest SEM investi-
gations of the wall structure and ornamentation of charo-
phyte oospores using the superb EM facilities and type-rich
charophyte collection in the NHM. In 1982 Dr David Irvine
and myself ran a symposium on green algae at North-East
London Polytechnic that aimed to review the implications of
recent ultrastructural findings on the phylogeny and classi-
fication of the group. We published the proceedings in the
Special Volume series of the Systematics Association, a se-
ries for which | was editor-in-chief from 1986-1998. In the
mid-1980s the Freshwater Algae Section was joined by Dr
Leslie Johnson who ran the newly formed algal culture labo-
ratory and now began a period when we collaborated on a
programme of culture-based research on green algae. Later
Dr Gill Stevens (nee Douglas) was appointed as a research as-
sistant to carry out culture-based work on lichen algae. Later
we collaborated on a multidisciplinary study of an unusual
Hydrodictyon and Microcystis-dominated lake near Helston
in Cornwall. By 1987 there were more staff working on algae
in the NHM than at any other time - three in each algal sec-
tion and two retired members of staff who were still actively

engaged in research. | received a DSc from Durham Universi-
ty in 1988 for my contribution to research on freshwater and
marine algae in West Africa and the British Isles. The Botany
Department was reorganized in 1989 and | became head of
the Division of Algae formed by the merger of the three algal
sections. A year earlier George Lawson retired as head of the
Biology Department at Bayero University in Nigeria and joi-
ned the NHM as a Scientific Associate.

The arrival of George provided fresh impetus to a project
to taxonomically re-appraise the seaweeds of West Africa
(Namibia to Western Sahara) and offshore islands. Jim Price
and George had started this project in the mid-1960a and |
joined it soon after my move to West Africa. Jim was incredi-
bly meticulous when it came to checking literature and the
work progressed well thanks to George's commitment and his
ability to sensibly précis Jim's voluminous notes. The findings
were published in 10 parts between1968-2004, with some of
these parts co-authored by others including Professor Chris
Maggs, Dr Bill Woelkerling and Dr Willem Prud'homme van
Reine. In the late 1980s George Lawson and | wrote a review
of plant-animal interactions in the marine environment, a to-
pic we had independently researched in Ghana. It transpired
that there was considerable interest in such interactions so
| approached Dr Stephen Hawkins who agreed to jointly run
a 4-day symposium on the topic. The Symposium on plant-
animal interactions in the marine benthos was held in the
late Professor Brian Moss's department at Liverpool Univer-
sity in September 1990, with the proceedings published as a
Systematics Association Special Volume and in the Journal of
the Marine Biological Association.

In 1992 the drive to generate external income led me to
join the NHM diving team so putting to good use my SCUBA-
diving experience and knowledge of tropical seaweeds and
other marine plants since all other members of the team
were zoologists. The team was expected to fly out to the Red
Sea at short notice to assess damage caused to coral reefs
when ships ran aground in Egyptian waters. Often | would
take much work with me on trips to the Red Sea since wee-
ks were sometimes spent waiting for sea conditions to aba-
te sufficiently to enable us to dive on the outermost fringe
of a reef where most boats struck. The leader of the very
successful dive team was Dr David George and he asked me
in 1996 to join a five-year investigation of the marine life of
Abu Dhabi (UAE) which was oil-company sponsored. The
very pronounced seasonality of the seaweed flora was to-
tally unexpected and the study took on an added significan-
ce when it coincided with episodes of coral bleaching and
death that led to the rapid colonization of the coral skeletons
by season beds of seaweeds. | still retain an interest in the
seaweeds of the Arabian Gulf and have revisit Abu Dhabi on
several occasions since my official retirement to undertake
contract work and attend conferences. A further reorgani-
zation of the Botany Department in the mid-1990s resulted
in the creation of a Cryptogamic Division and five interde-
partmental themes designed to encourage interdisciplinary
research. As head of one of these themes, | began to colla-
borate with staff in other departments including those in
mineralogy which led me to investigate the impact of heavy
metals on freshwater algae and resulted in visits to Rumania,
Malaysia, Sarawak, Parys Mountain on Anglesey and aban-
doned tin mines in Cornwall. Most of the larger multidisci-
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plinary projects | have been associated with were funded by
the Darwin Initiative for the Survival of Species, including a
collaboration between the NHM, Raleigh International and
organizations in Chile. My interest in the Patagonia region
of Chile came about because having earlier studied seaweed
biogeography in the Southern Oceans with George Lawson
and lan Tittley (NHM) and the seaweeds of South Georgia
with Dr Phillip Pugh of the British Antarctic Survey. The pro-
ject in Chile was particularly challenging since surveying the
flora and fauna of shores in the remote Laguna San Rafael
National Park in Patagonia meant month long camping trips
and travelling around the fjord system in Avon inflatable
dinghies. Nonetheless, it provided a wonderful opportunity
to study a sub-Antarctic seaweed flora at first hand, inclu-
ding sampling massive Macrocytis pyrifera plants with just
a single individual filling a large Avon inflatable dinghy! My
seaweed collaborator was Maria Eliana Ramirez, Director of
the Museo Nacional de Historia Natural in Santiago, whose
considerable knowledge of the local seaweeds was indispen-
sable and who participated in every fieldwork phase despi-
te the extremely inhospitable nature of the environment in
the Park. Another Darwin Initiative funded project aimed to
enhance the skills of marine biologists working in the West
Africa Sub-region and involved Newcastle University, the
NHM and the University of Ghana. The project enabled me
to meet former colleagues and students on visits to Ghana
as well as to revisit seaweed-rich shores | had sampled over
20 years earlier. The closing advanced training workshop was
held at the University of Ghana in January 2001. A Darwin
Initiative appointed fellow, Dr Gabriel Ameka, continued
working at the NHM and authored with George and myself
the 3rd revision of an identification guide to the seaweeds of
tropical West Africa.

| have always enjoy teaching and was therefore pleased
to accept Professor Brian Whitton's offer in 1991 to join him
in running algal identification courses that were initially in-
tended to address the training needs of staff of the newly
formed National Rivers Authority. These training courses
have been running at Durham since 1992 and have been at-
tended by several hundred people from many different orga-
nizations and countries. Meanwhile we approached the BPS
with a request for financial support to enable us to produce
a comprehensive, synoptic account and identification guide
to British freshwater algae. Thanks to their support a Fres-
hwater Algal Flora Committee was formed and potential con-
tributors were invited to join the project in 1993. Over the
next few years | very much enjoyed hosting many visits by
overseas contributors, often accompanying them on exten-
ded collecting trips and remember spending many months
editing manuscripts even during family holidays. Brian and
myself were joined eventually by Professor Alan Brook and
he introduced me to David Williamson who produced many
wonderfully detailed line drawings of desmids for the Flora
volume and meticulously checked all the illustrations submit-
ted to us. To obtain colour images of living algae for the CD
| was accompanied on several trips to different parts of the
British Isles by Peter York (NHM) who brought with him all his
photomicrography equipment.

We dedicated 'The Freshwater Algal Flora of the British
Isles' to the late Dr John Lund who throughout its prepara-
tion gave us editors much valued advice and assistance. The

official launch of the book and its accompanying CD took pla-
ce in April 2002 at the Natural History Museum in London
and was presided over by Dave Bellamy. It coincided with my
official retirement although after a short break | was reem-
ployed under contract to enable me to visit and complete
research conducted in Abu Dhabi and Chile. In 2005 | suc-
cessfully applied for a two-year Marie Curie Host Fellowship
at the Martin Ryan Institute, National University of Ireland,
Galway. During these very memorable and productive years
| was fortunate to work closely with Dr Fabio Rindi and the
Director of the Institute, Professor Mike Guiry, whom | had
first met at the NHM in the early 1970s. Since my fellowship
was 'for the transfer of knowledge' | ran four freshwater al-
gal training courses at the Martin Ryan Institute modelled on
those at Durham University and with Brian Whitton covering
the cyanobacteria. My research focused on desmids, a group
| had collected when in West Africa and published on with
Dr Jo Gerrath. The group was a very obvious choice becau-
se lying to the west of Galway City is 'Connemara’, a rather
ill-defined region famous for its boglands and lakes that are
considered some of the most desmid-rich in the British Isles.
Thanks to considerable assistance from the desmid specia-
list David Williamson we published a book in 2008 titled 'A
Practical Guide to the Desmids of the West of Ireland'. A year
earlier we had published online a list of the most important
areas in the UK for desmids based on an analysis of David's
records extending back over 35 years. During my fellowship
| collaborated with Mike Guiry and Fabio Rindi in writing and
editing a multi-authored volume on Clare Island (Co. Mayo)
in which our modern freshwater algal survey data were com-
pared with surveys conducted by William West almost a cen-
tury earlier. He was one of more than 80 scientists who ca-
rried out the first Clare Island Survey (1909-1911), one of the
first geographically specific multidisciplinary studies in the
world. My interest in carrying out the new survey of this fas-
cinating island is thanks to Mike Guiry who arranged for me
to visit it on several occasions, the first in June 1990 when
accompanied by Mike along with Jenny Bryant and Pat Sims
from the NHM. When in Galway | accepted an invitation from
Professor Chris Maggs and Professor Juliet Brodie to co-edit
and contribute to the 'Green Seaweeds of Britain and Ire-
land'. Therefore was able to study and photograph material
from local shores when preparing my contribution. A year af-
ter return to the UK | was appointed an Adjunct Professor at
the Martyn Ryan Institute. On my return to the UK in 2007 |
became a Scientific Associate at the NHM and discussed with
Brian Whitton the possibility of producing a new edition of
'The Freshwater Algal Flora of the British Isles', now almost
out of print. We decided to go ahead with a 2nd edition and
received financial support from the BPS, the Environment
Agency and the Scottish Environment Protection Agency so
was able to embark on a programme of fieldwork with Brian
Whitton and host the visit of Professor Petro Tsarenko and
his assistant from the Ukraine. On this occasion | revised the
desmid chapter with David Williamson and Alan Brook and
assisted Dr Chris Carter who produced many superb new co-
lour images for the DVD that accompanied the new edition.
Since publication of the 2nd edition in 2011 Brian Whitton
and myself have continued to report on taxonomic/nomen-
clatural changes and new records for the British Isles in the
BPS newsletter. In 2014 we revised the online version of the



'‘Coded List of British Freshwater Algae' with the assistance of
Isabella Tindall who prepared it for publication on the Centre
for Ecology and Hydrology website. Currently | am using the
new version to update the 'Species Inventory for Freshwater
Algae' for the UK's National Biodiversity Network, one of the
standard lists that underpin national databases. | have been
associated with the BPS for much of my Phycological career
and am very grateful for their support over the years, most
notably for the British Freshwater Algal Flora project and in
2016 for the redevelopment of the BPS algal recording portal
to include freshwater. The first BPS meeting | attended was
in 1967 at Royal Holloway College, Egham and was also the
first occasion | gave a scientific presentation.

Thanks to Harry Powell | actually gave two presentations
since immediately on discovering that | had an underwater
film of my research in Spain he announced | would be pre-
senting it just before the next afternoon session - rare in tho-
se days to have underwater footage of seaweeds. My regular
attendance at BPS winter meetings did not begin until my
return from Africa in 1980 and for the next 30 years | rarely
missed a meeting. On at least three occasion | have been a
member of the BPS Council, chaired the Conservation Com-
mittee from 1992-1996 and was secretary of the Freshwater
Algae Flora Committee from 1992-2002. The role of the lat-
ter committee was taken over by the Biodiversity and Con-
servation Committee of which | am a member.

As | began writing this account of my career | soon came
to appreciate just how diverse has been my research inter-
ests. On occasion | have been fortunate in given the free-
dom to pursue my own research interests, but more often
the direction has been dictated by factors of which | have
had little control over, with chance sometimes playing a part.
Certainly | have been most fortunate in having had the op-
portunity to research algae in different parts of the world
and enjoyed the rewarding experience of collaborating with
scientists in other disciplines. What has become apparent to
me is just how indispensable are well-researched identifica-
tion guides. The founders of the BPS recognized the value of
such floristic works and list among the original aims of the
Society the production of a check-list of British marine algae
and to work towards producing a new Flora of British Marine
Algae. These original aims have been achieved for seaweeds
and | am pleased to have been closely associated with pro-
jects that have ensured these aims have now been achieved
for freshwater algae other than diatoms. One of my principal
concerns today is the current decline in the number of algal
taxonomists in the UK since will | be required to produce the
next generation of floristic guides and revise existing ones,
especially at a time when genomic investigations are leading
to major taxonomic re-alignments, nomenclatural changes
and to DNA-barcoding libraries that are used to assist iden-
tification.

Finally, | have been most fortunate in having had an ama-
zingly diverse, interesting and exciting career researching
and teaching algae and hope others will be likewise inspired
to follow a career in algal taxonomy.

With John Lund in November 2011.

In 1967
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